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U.S. Coast Guard Readiness Will 
Help to Deter China and Other 
Threats: Congress Should Fund Select 
Items on Unfunded Priority List
James Di Pane

The U.S. Coast Guard must improve 
its readiness, as the service plays an 
important role in deterring global threats, 
especially an aggressive China.

KEY TAKEAWAYS

The Coast Guard needs investment in 
its cutter fleet and shore infrastruc-
ture to keep pace with its growing 
mission demands in this era of great-
power competition.

Congress should make a point to prioritize 
the $918.3 million worth of items related 
to cutter acquisition and shore infrastruc-
ture improvements for Fy 2024.

The U.S. Coast Guard submitted its Unfunded 
Priorities List on March 13, 2023, in conjunc-
tion with its $13.45 billion budget request, to 

inform Congress where gaps exist that the President’s 
budget request did not cover.1 Section 5108 of Title 14 of 
the United States Code directs this annual submission 
of a list of priorities that are approved but unfunded.

The list of unfunded items adds up to $1.57 billion.2 
It includes requests for aircraft, cutters, and facility 
investments.3 Congress should consider all items on 
the list, such as $130 million for an upgraded training 
facility that would help with fitness and retention and 
$113 million for four additional MH-60T helicopters 
that would help to transition the helicopter fleet away 
from the current MH-65s, which have reached the end 
of their service lives and lack the speed and range of 
the MH-60Ts.4
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However, there are two areas that Congress should prioritize over others 
to help the Coast Guard to operate more effectively: cutter acquisition and 
shore infrastructure. Congress should prioritize funding for $913.3 million 
out of the $1.57 billion list related to the acquisition of additional cutters and 
improvements to shore infrastructure. This investment can at least be partially 
offset in the federal budget by implementing the recommendations found 
in Heritage’s annual Budget Blueprint, as well as making cuts to the broader 
Department of Homeland Security (DHS) budget. For example, the Office of 
Intelligence and Analysis and the Office of the Immigration Detention Ombuds-
man could be cut.5 These offices add layers of unnecessary bureaucracy, do 
not work as intended, and are often used for political purposes.

Unlike the other military services, the Coast Guard is a part of the DHS, not 
the Department of Defense, and its congressional oversight is managed by the 
Homeland Security and Transportation & Infrastructure Committees. For years, 
the Coast Guard has struggled with recapitalizing its fleet and reaching the 
capacity to accomplish its missions, and with modernizing its shore infrastructure, 
as the budgets of the past have not allowed the type of consistent investment 
needed to make up for construction backlogs and to build enough cutters.

The Coast Guard is an important tool for American national security, and 
its responsibilities have grown recently as great-power competition increases 
demand for its presence. Its versatile capabilities—it operates as a military 
service, as law enforcement, and as a regulatory agency—make it an excellent 
tool for supporting U.S. maritime interests and supporting the rules-based 
order at sea. However, the Coast Guard does not have the number of cutters 
necessary to maintain an increased presence throughout the world while cov-
ering its missions close to home. While the Coast Guard’s fleet requirements 
remain opaque because it has not updated its acquisition Program of Record 
since 2004, it is abundantly clear from multiple fleet-mix analyses that the 
current and planned fleet of cutters is insufficient to meet current mission 
demands. A 2011 study indicated that the planned fleet would only cover 61 
percent of the service’s missions, and requirements have grown since then.6 
It is clear that the service needs more ships to maintain presence in the key 
areas in which it operates, especially in the Indo–Pacific region.

Investing in Coast Guard shore infrastructure is important for readiness 
and workforce retention. As Commandant Admiral Linda Fagan mentioned 
in her recent testimony, “Every Coast Guard mission begins and ends at a 
shore facility.”7 However, investment in Coast Guard shore infrastructure 
has been an issue for years, as its facilities are burdened with maintenance 
backlogs and delayed construction projects. In her State of the Coast Guard 
address on March 7, 2023, Admiral Fagan said:
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Today we have units operating from shore infrastructure that is over 100 years 

old, like Station Rockland, Maine, which was built in 1881. Maintaining this aging 

shore infrastructure is a demanding task. It requires consistent funding that our 

current budgetary topline does not allow. We must invest in new construction, 

particularly in critical locations such as Seattle and Charleston, as we build out 

homeports for new cutters.8

As the Coast Guard invests in more modern cutters, it must also invest 
in its infrastructure and facilities to operate those cutters, as well as make 
up for backlogs.

Recommendations for the Coast Guard and Congress

To meet its missions around the world, the Coast Guard should:

 l Fully address the Government Accountability Office’s (GAO’s) 
six recommendations to better manage shore infrastructure 
investment. In 2019, the GAO identified problems with how the 
Coast Guard prioritizes infrastructure investment, finding that it was 
not identifying the infrastructure that is most important to critical 
missions for investment among other issues, and was underestimating 
maintenance backlogs.9 While progress has been made since 2019, four 
of the six recommendations remain insufficiently addressed.10 More 
congressional investment in infrastructure must be accompanied with 
better management to ensure the Coast Guard is serving as a good 
steward of taxpayer funding.

 l Increase transparency on fleet requirements by releasing a ver-
sion of the most recent fleet-mix analysis to the public. Admiral 
Fagan mentioned this new fleet mix analysis in her recent testimony, but 
the numbers of required ships and reasoning behind them have not yet 
been released to the public. The Coast Guard should release a version of 
its most recent analysis to increase transparency of its requirements.

To improve Coast Guard readiness, Congress should:

 l Fund the Coast Guard’s request for $400 million to acquire 
four additional Fast Response Cutters, as these ships will add 
needed capability and capacity to the fleet in the Indo–Pacific. The 
Fast Response Cutters are replacing the Coast Guard’s retiring Island 
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Class Patrol Boats, and are designed to operate in coastal zones, where 
they are often used for interdicting narcotics and combating illegal 
fishing.11 These ships are much more capable than the patrol boats 
they are replacing, with better range and more sophisticated systems 
that make it easier to identify potential targets and maintain greater 
maritime situational awareness. The Coast Guard currently plans 
to acquire a total of 65, and 50 have been delivered of which 48 are 
operational.12 The Fast Response Cutter program is one of the more 
successful acquisition programs in the federal government, and Con-
gress can capitalize on a successful production line to quickly increase 
Coast Guard capacity. These ships, built in Lockport, Louisiana, by 
Bollinger Shipyards, would assist with the Coast Guard engagements 
with partners in the Indo–Pacific region to help to support maritime 
governance and combat illegal fishing.13 This is an important element 
of America’s great-power competition with China.

 l Fund the Coast Guard’s request for $323 million for upgrading 
its Major Acquisition Systems Infrastructure (MASI), which 
includes infrastructure, such as piers and wharfs, needed to accom-
modate the new cutters that the Coast Guard is acquiring, such as 
the Polar Security Cutter and the Offshore Patrol Cutter. The MASI 
section includes $130 million for waterfront improvements in Seattle 
to accommodate the future Polar Security Cutters, which would cover 
the dredging and improvements to the piers and wharfs needed to 
accommodate the new ships.14 The section also includes funding for 
$100 million for pier construction at Newport, Rhode Island, for the 
Offshore Patrol Cutter homeport, as well as other projects, such as 
shoreside facility upgrades in Astoria, Oregon, for the Fast Response 
Cutter and upgrades in Honolulu for the National Security Cutter. 
The Coast Guard has been involved in a large fleet recapitalization 
effort for years, and the infrastructure for these new vessels cannot 
be ignored if it is to operate effectively. More investment will help the 
Coast Guard to improve its readiness and help the service to use its 
resources more efficiently.

 l Fund the Coast Guard’s request for $195.3 million to address 
facility deficiencies. One of the most important items on this list is 
$60 million in investment for the public shipyard upgrade in Balti-
more, Maryland, which includes upgrades to the facility that would 
enable it to conduct repairs and service-life extensions for large Coast 
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Guard cutters. The Baltimore yard is the service’s only shipbuilding 
and repair facility. The upgrades include dredging, demolition, and 
waterfront structural improvements, with the later goal of adding a 
floating dry dock that could accommodate the cutters of the future 
Coast Guard fleet.15 Other items include $35 million in upgrades for a 
50-year-old facility in Sault Ste. Marie, Michigan, that would address 
important safety, space, and security deficiencies, and $40.7 million 
that would be used to upgrade the facilities in Station Rockland, 
Maine, where the waterfront was constructed in 1881 and is well past 
its service life and fundamentally unsafe. Maintaining this outdated 
infrastructure is costly and even harms retention of personnel, a key 
issue for all services right now, as the deteriorating facilities reflect a 
general lack of investment in the service.

Conclusion

Congress should make a point to prioritize the $918.3 million worth of 
items related to cutter acquisition and shore infrastructure improvements 
in the Coast Guard’s fiscal year 2024 Unfunded Priorities List. The Coast 
Guard needs investment in its cutter fleet and shore infrastructure if it is to 
keep pace with its growing mission demands in this new era of great-power 
competition with China. Commandant Fagan has mentioned that the ser-
vice has never been in higher demand around the world. In order to meet 
that demand, the Coast Guard will need to be present in key areas where 
drug trafficking and illegal fishing are rampant, and it must have enough 
cutters to deploy to work with partners and allies to build their capacity 
to better protect their waters. Providing the additional funds necessary to 
build up its fleet and improve its facilities will be a step in the right direction 
for the service. The $918.3 million in additional funding highlighted here 
would help to address some critical needs for the Coast Guard. This invest-
ment would provide taxpayers with a big return in protecting America’s 
interests at sea, especially from an aggressive China that is degrading good 
maritime governance and undermining American fishermen with illegally 
caught fish in the market.

James Di Pane is a Policy Analyst for Defense Policy in the Center for National Defense at 

The Heritage Foundation.
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